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Abstract
The use of social networking sites in the academic community has become very popular in recent years, especially among 
students. Hence, new forms of interaction between students and between students and lecturers have arisen. Provided the 
importance of these new communication scenarios in higher education, in this paper we describe the methodology used to 
compile a corpus in order to consider the linguistic behaviour of undergraduate students in social networking sites in academic 
scenarios. Consequently, we will set the parameters which give representativeness to the sample—that is, size, population, 
thematic areas and, obviously, the balance among the different social networking sites used.
© 2015 The Authors.Published by Elsevier Ltd.
Peer-review under responsibility of the Scientific Committee of the XXXIII AESLA CONFERENCE.
Keywords: social networking sites; Spanish; communication; academic scenarios; undergraduate students.
1. Social networking sites, new communication channels
In the last decade, the emergence of the Internet and Web 2.0 has allowed the development of social networking 
sites to the extent that they have become a social phenomenon. Traditional communication channels have undergone 
transformation and have been pushed into the background. Hence, social networking sites are nowadays the main 
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tool for sharing, spreading, commenting on and tagging data, according to García Rodríguez and Rubio 
González (2013: 51). Consequently, a new communication and information approach has arisen.
Moreover, social networks have gained popularity especially among teenagers and young adults, so they have 
included them in their daily routine. In fact, social networks are the ideal channel to share data and knowledge in a 
quick, comfortable and easy way. In addition, social networks are very useful in education, according to Espuny et 
al. (2011). They underline that undergraduate students show a favourable attitude toward the use of social 
networking sites in academic scenarios.
In fact, the use of social networking sites in academic scenarios after the implementation of the European Higher 
Education Area (EHEA) is widespread, and such sites provide tools and new forms of interaction to address new 
challenges. For example, some of their potential points, such as collaboration, the free flow of information and the 
generation of content for the construction of knowledge have recently been applied to education (De Haro, 2010).
Although some studies focus on the use of social networking sites in academic scenarios from a didactics 
approach (Flores Vivar, 2009; Gómez-Aguilar et al., 2012), we believe more studies which focus on the linguistic 
behaviour of undergraduate students in social networking sites in academic scenarios are needed .
Hence, being aware of the need for a deeper exploration of this field, we carry out an educational innovation 
project with the aim to describe and to evaluate the linguistic behaviour of undergraduate students in social 
networking sites in academic scenarios.
Consequently, in this study we describe the methodology employed to obtain the samples in which, in later 
stages, we will analyse the aforementioned linguistic behaviour.
2. Building the corpus
In order to take samples for the analysis so that they are as real as possible, we have compiled a corpus. 
Sinclair (2005) defines a corpus as ‘a collection of pieces of language text in electronic form, selected according to 
external criteria to represent, as far as possible, a language or language variety as a source of data for linguistic 
research’.
Therefore, as our corpus is a real sample of the language used in social networking sites by our undergraduate 
students in academic scenarios, we needed to establish a series of parameters so that our corpus met the criteria of 
being representative and well balanced.
2.1. Population
The samples have been extracted from a population made up of undergraduate students who were enrolled in two 
of the four-year degrees offered by the University of Valladolid in the Campus of Soria (Spain), the Degree in 
Translation and Interpreting and the Degree in Primary Education, which belong to two different knowledge areas,
Humanities and Social Sciences, respectively. The data came from third-year students enrolled in the Degree in 
Primary Education and fourth-year students in that of Translation and Interpreting programme. The reason we 
focused on those years was accessibility. Provided that we taught some of the subjects, we could get access to the 
communication among students and also between teachers and students. However, in this paper we will only focus 
on the communication among students.
2.2. The delimitation of social networking sites
As there are a large number of social networking sites available to undergraduate students, we had to limit the 
channels from which we took the samples. In order to determine the most popular social networking sites used by 
undergraduate students to communicate peer to peer in academic scenarios, we relied on the results from a survey
taken by students from the aforementioned degrees. In view of the results, translation students preferred to
communicate through Facebook and WhatsApp, whereas among education students WhatsApp was only used.
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On the other hand, our data only confirm the results published in an economic report about the 
telecommunications sector (INE, 2014). This report states that the main social applications used by Spaniards are
Facebook, YouTube, Google +, Facebook Messenger and WhatsApp.
2.3. The size of the samples
Once the population and the channels were identified, we had to define the size of the samples. The size 
corresponds to the activity generated in each group in the last term of 2014, which corresponds to the first term of 
the academic year 2014-2015. We collected our students’ discussions in the selected social networking sites from 
October, November and December 2014.
To get the size of the samples, we will take into account the number of types, defined by McEnery and Hardie 
(2012:50) as ‘a particular unique wordform—can tell how large a range of vocabulary is used in a text’, and the 
number of tokens: ‘any instance of a particular wordform in a text’.
To determine the types and tokens in each of the samples organised by population group, month and social 
networking site, we used AntConc 3.4.3., a free concordancer developed by Anthony (2014). Among the full range 
of options, we selected Word List so the number of types and tokens would be automatically shown in each text or in 
a set of texts, as shown in Figure 1.
Figure 1. Word List tab in AntConc 3.4.3.
2.4. Subject area coverage
To determine the main subject areas discussed by undergraduate students, we analysed the samples using the 
Word List option in AntConc 3.4.3, which provided us the main lexical items ordered by frequency, and we 
restricted the analysis to five of them.
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Figure 2. Example of the most frequent lexical items using the Word List option inAntConc 3.4.3.
To avoid prepositions, conjunctions and determiners, we filtered the results using a stoplist in Spanish.
In addition, the Concordance option allowed us to examine the context in which lexical items appeared so we 
would get precise results when covering the most popular subject areas about which our students talk in different 
social networking sites.
Figure 3. Example of concordances using the Concordance option in AntConc 3.4.3.
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Next, we compared the results obtained for the different social networking sites as well as in the different 
population groups.
3. 3. Corpus features
3.1. Population
We called the Facebook participants in their fourth year of the Translation degree Group 1. This group was
composed of 78 people, 63 females and 15 males. There were more females than males because this degree is largely 
studied by female students. 
In addition, some of the fourth-year students also use WhatsApp, so they were called Group 2. It was made up of 
19 participants, 3 males and 16 females. This group was smaller because WhatsApp was only used by a set of 
students who enrolled optional subjects.
Regarding Education students, they only used WhatsApp, so they are called Group 3. This group was composed 
of 37 participants, 23 females and 14 males.
3.2. The size of the sample
In the following tables, types and tokens are shown in each of the selected groups in a monthly rate.
Table 1. Size of the sample in Group 1.
Month Types Tokens
October 2014 3194 800
November 2014 2760 784
December 2014 1187 486
Table 2. Size of the sample in Group 2.
Month Types Tokens
October 2014 1186 464
November 2014 216 93
December 2014 820 244
Table 3. Size of the sample in Group 3.
Month Types Tokens
October 2014 622 285
November 2014 4120 1126
December 2014 1042 376
3.3. Subject area coverage
3.3.1. Group 1
The results obtained after analysing the samples with the Word List option are shown in the following tables. 
They are classified by group and by month.
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Table 4. Keywords in Group 1.
October 2014 November 2014 December 2014
Frequency Keyword Frequency Keyword Frequency Keyword
7 curso 17 Traducción 5 Cambridge
6 novatadas 9 Orla 5 Feliz Navidad
5 archivo 8 Foto 4 proyecto
5 clase 6 Correo 4 archivo
5 orla 4 Camisa 4 traducción
As it can be observed in Table 4, there were three main topics in October: the university extension courses which 
are offered in the evenings (curso), the organisation of hazing (novatadas) and the graduation photographs (orla). In 
addition, it can be observed that this communication channel was also used to share files about assignments when the 
Virtual Campus was out of order (files) and to ask about the assignments they had to submit (clase).
In November, the main topics were graduation photographs (foto, orla, camisa) again as well as questions about 
different translation assignments with submission deadlines during that month (traducción, correo).
In December, the participants usually used this social networking site to discuss the news of the Cambridge exam 
(Cambridge), to wish each other ‘merry Christmas’ (Feliz Navidad) and to ask for the compulsory assignments 
(proyecto, archivo, traducción) they would have to submit just after the Christmas break.
3.3.2. Group 2
The most popular subjects in Group 2 are shown in the following table:
Table 5. Keywords in Group 2.
October 2014 November 2014 December 2014
Frequency Keyword Frequency Keyword Frequency Keyword
13 semana 4 diciembre 14 Feliz
10 clase 2 campus 9 viernes
7 recuperar 2 confundido 5 año
7 textos 1 entrega 5 mañana
6 mañana 1 gracias 4 Navidad
In October, from the analysis of the results it can be inferred that the most popular subject was homework (clase, 
recuperar, mañana, textos, semana).
In November, assignments were the main concern for the students (diciembre, campus, confundido, entrega, 
gracias).
However, this trend changed in December because this channel was used to talk about Christmas and to wish 
others ‘merry Christmas’ (feliz, viernes, año, mañana, Navidad).
3.3.3. Group 3
The most popular subjects in the last group analysed are shown in the following table:
Table 6. Keywords in Group 3.
October 2014 November 2014 December 2014
Frequency Keyword Frequency Keyword Frequency Keyword
7 clase 17 examen 6 correo
6 tarde 17 mañana 6 hora
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5 mañana 16 cena 5 entregar
5 teoría 10 correo 5 jueves
3 acabado 10 raciones 5 notas
For this group different trends can be observed for each month. In October, the students’ concern was the 
timetable, according to the keywords clase, tarde, mañana, teoría and acabado.
In November, this social networking site was mainly used to discuss academic subjects such as exam dates and 
contents (examen, mañana), as well as to talk about free-time topics such as a group dinner (cena, correo, raciones).
Finally, in December, the most important topics were the submission of assignments (correo, hora, entregar, 
jueves) and the marks of some of the subjects (notas).
4. Comparison of results
Regarding the size of the samples, we outline a decrease in activity and, consequently, a small size of samples in 
December, which is the month of the Christmas break.
Concerning the subject area coverage, we are aware of the use of different channels depending on the information 
students want to share. For example, in the same group of participants—that is, translation students—Facebook was 
mainly used to discuss subjects related to free-time academic activities, such as hazing and graduation photographs, 
whereas WhatsApp was used to ask for assignment submission deadlines. In consequence, we suppose that 
participants tend to check WhatsApp more frequently than Facebook.
In addition, we point out differences between degrees. On the one hand, in the Degree in Primary Education, each 
of the subjects was discussed in WhatsApp. However, in the Degree in Translation and Interpreting, topics differed
according to the groups, so leisure subjects were discussed in Facebook and academic tasks in WhatsApp. 
Nevertheless, we would like to highlight that leisure topics were not exclusive to a single group, as they occurred in
each of the analysed groups.
5. Conclusions
Social networking sites have become an essential tool for communication among students in university academic 
scenarios. They contribute to publish and share information, self-learning, teamwork, communication, feedback and 
access to other data sources, facilitating constructivist and collaborative learning and contact with experts. All in all, 
these applications and resources make learning more interactive and meaningful. In addition, learning is developed 
in a dynamic environment (Imbernón et al., 2011).
However, we have observed that students show a preference for the use of a certain social networking site, such 
as Facebook, to share opinions about leisure time. Regarding WhatsApp, this channel is mainly used to ask about 
activities, projects, assignments and tasks to be submitted in a short period of time.
On the other hand, in the future we would like to analyse the most recurrent patterns of morphological, syntactic 
and discursive behaviour. Then we would contrast the results with textual samples from communication scenarios 
that are less innovative, such as email or electronic messages sent to the UVa Virtual Campus.
In addition, among our plans for the future we would like to broaden the population to other years and other 
degrees. Furthermore, we would like to extend the analysis to texts from other social networking sites which are 
used to share academic information, such as Twitter, Tuenti and Instagram.
Lastly, we consider that it could be interesting to also analyse the communication not only among students but 
also between lecturers and students through the messages in the Virtual Campus forum or email messages.
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